ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
omen Women represent around 50% of the world population, and in many regions of the developing world, their contribution is immense in all the sectors of development. But still in today's world, women's position is not the same as their counterparts. Due to gender based discrimination and socially constructed sub-ordination women have inferior status everywhere in all the aspects of life i.e. political, economic, familiar or social. In Bangladesh like many other developing countries women's access to positions of influence and power is limited. Their occupational choices are narrower, and their earnings lower than those of men; and they must struggle to reconcile activities outside the home with their traditional roles. While men particularly among the poor also find themselves disenfranchised, it is a far more common experience among women. This experience is rooted in the failure to value women for anything but their reproductive role. The need for empowerment of women in Bangladesh arises from this harsh social scenario (Goswami, 1998: 45) .
LITERATURE REVIEW
Literatures suggest that NGO interventions positively contribute to women empowerment (Ullah AKM, 2003: 21) . NGOs central goal is empowering the powerless women folk or helping them to bloom their hidden potentialities which is power of thought, power of word, and power of organization with a view to helping them to participate in the socio economic development for their emancipation from less human condition to more human condition (Haider and Aktar, 1999: 57) . The most extreme example of this discrimination can be seen in the third world countries. Bangladesh is a glaring example of this lowered status of women as well as of all sorts of gender based segregation. More than 60 million people of Bangladesh live below the poverty line among them 74% are women (Khan, Z. H 1998) . In Bangladesh, the situations of rural women are more painful. Most of the rural women are deprived, to fulfill their basic needs. They become the victims of acid throwing, dowry, high mortality malnutrition, higher illiteracy etc. Now it is a dire need to let them raise their voice regarding human rights, decision making process, and moreover socio cultural and economic issues. One of the best ways of enabling women empowerment is access to credit, so that they can start to earn money. Bangladesh economy is characterized by unfavorable per capita land, low per capita income, glaring and accentuating income disparity, high level of unemployment, low productivity and persisting high levels of poverty and deprivation. Under the circumstances, micro credit has been promoted to help the poor especially the women to take self-employment on tiny or micro scales with a view to improving their living conditions. When income flow begins, then the right of food, shelter and everything also becomes a reality (Yunus, 1987) . Rural poor women have little or no property of assets to offer as collateral which is required in formal banking system, micro credit has responded to the predicament by offering collateral free loans. Considering the role of creating self-employment opportunities, creating self-confidence, increasing awareness among women in Bangladesh, GB led the way, starting in the mid 1970s. Now there are hundreds of micro-credit providers of different operational sized throughout the country, mostly in rural areas but also some in urban areas. The large ones include GB, BRAC, ASA and PROSHEKA. Among them GB earned respectable status for Bangladesh in the international arena because of its poverty reduction strategies through which poor rural women are moving in the path of empowerment and development. Presently in its wider dimension micro credit is known as microfinance and seen as a legitimate economic tool in the fight against poverty. The impact of giving credit to women has been a controversial issue. At one end of the spectrum, some argue that micro credit has positive impacts on gender equality, women's empowerment and households' well-being. On the other end of spectrum, microfinance is thought to bring negative impacts for women (Hulme, 2000) . Concerning the positive impacts of microfinance on women, microfinance is claimed to help to reduce poverty by increasing consumption among microcredit program participants and their families, improving children's schooling, nutrition, increasing income and self-employment (Khandker, 1998 , Pitt at al., 2006 . Microfinance can reduce intimate partner violence in the household through participation of women in the credit programs and generate social capital for the participants (Julia et al., 2007; Pronyk et al., 2008 ) and access to credit can enhance women's economic independence, leading to women's self-esteem and status in the households and wider community (Goetz and Gufta, 1996; Kabeer, 2001 ). Moreover, women participating into micro credit programs improve their ability to exercise agency in the intra-household processes, to increase women's welfare resulting in decreasing male bias in welfare outcomes in the household; to increase the contraceptive use by women (Mahmud, 2003; Schuler & Hashemi, 1994) . Microfinance savings and MFIs also potentially help families in developing countries to cope with financial risks from main illnesses resulting from the cost of medical care and loss of income during illness (Gertler and Moretti, 2008).
OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this study are-1. To identify the role of micro credit as a strategy for empowering women in Bangladesh.
2. To describe the ability of women as micro credit beneficiaries to take part in decision making process at the family level. 3. To examine their economic empowerment considering ability to increase their income level.
METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY
Methodology plays an important role in any research. Appropriate methodology enables the researcher to collect valid and reliable information and to analyze the information properly to draw a clear-cut conclusion. The study used both qualitative and quantitative methods and 03 different data collection instruments. The research is a survey based exploratory research which was conducted using primary data. To collect primary data for the study several methods such as questionnaire, in-depth interview and observation as well as Focus Group Discussion (FGD) were used. Collected data was analyzed and interpreted through statistical techniques. Secondary data are used for the reanalysis of previously collected and analyzed data. Secondary sources were simply published books and articles by scholars. In this study, Jhenidah and Kushtia districts have been selected for some reasons. Several numbers of micro credit institutions especially selected GB is working and providing micro credit to landless women, divorced women, and widow women for many years. By collecting a list from regional GB Manager and officers' two branches were selected from GB. Among 5000 micro credit recipients approximately 2% households were the sample size of the study. The sample size (100) was selected randomly by simple random sampling method using random number.
KEY CONCEPTS OF THE STUDY
Micro-credit program plays an important role in socioeconomic development of rural poor especially for women. This study will help the selected organizations to know about the impact of micro credit on women empowerment. Women: A woman is an adult female human being, as contrasted to men, an adult male, and a girl, a female child. The term woman (irregular plural: women) is used to indicate biological sex distinctions, cultural gender role distinctions, or both (Wikimedia, 2005:1) . Women constitute about half of the total population of the country. Apart from the household activities, they are contributing substantially to the national economy. Empowerment:
Empowerment means the transformation of structures of subordination, through radical changes in law, property rights, control over women's labor and bodies, and the institutions that reinforce and perpetuate male domination (Batliwala, 1993:5) . But more specifically, the outcome of empowerment should manifest itself as a redistribution of power between individuals, genders, groups, classes, castes, races, ethnic groups or nations. Empowerment of women is now a global issue. Although this term is usually used for improving women's condition, in real sense it may be applied to any disadvantaged group of society for bringing them to the same level of advanced section. In simple sense, empowerment is a process which redistributes power from the powerful to the powerless. In the context of Bangladesh, empowerment of women means women should be given freedom of choice for fulfillment and self-development, as well as equal access to domestic and community resources, opportunities and power. In this study focus will be given on the strategic needs (decision making ability in the family, economic freedom like ability to make small and big purchases for her, children and family as well as her gendered position in the family and society). Economic empowerment: Women's access to savings and credit gives them a greater economic role in decisionmaking through their decision about savings and credit. When women control decisions regarding credit and savings, they will optimize their own and the household's welfare. The investment in women's economic activities will improve employment opportunities for women and thus have a 'trickle down and out' effect. The financial sustainability and feminist empowerment paradigms emphasize women's own income generating activities. In the poverty alleviation paradigm, the emphasis is more on increasing incomes at the household level and the use of loans for consumption. Social and political empowerment: A combination of women's increased economic activity and control over income resulting from access to micro-finance with improved women's skills, mobility, and access to knowledge and support networks. Status within the community is also enhanced. These changes are reinforced by group formation, leading to wider movements for social and political change. The financial self-sustainability paradigm and the poverty alleviation paradigm assume that social and political empowerment will occur without specific interventions to change gender relations at the household, community or macro-levels. By contrast, the feminist empowerment paradigm advocates explicit strategies for supporting women's ability to protect their individual and collective gender interests at the household, community and macro-levels (Mayoux, 2001 ). Micro credit: The word credit' comes from Latin word' credo' meaning 'I believe or to trust'. Hence "credit" entails some one, the lender, to believe or trust some one, the borrower with funds to be used by the borrower for his /her purposes, to be repaid to the lender with interest at a later stage on agreed terms and conditions. Micro credit is the extension of very small loans (micro loans) to those in poverty designed to spur entrepreneurship. These individuals lack collateral, steady employment and a verifiable credit history and therefore cannot meet even the most minimal qualifications to gain access to traditional credit. Micro credit is a part of microfinance, which is the provision of a wider range of financial services to the very poor. Microcredit (mI-[*]Kro'kre-dit); noun; programmes extend small loans to very poor people for self-employment projects that generate income, allowing them to care for themselves and their families. Micro credit is a financial innovation that is generally considered to have originated with the GB in Bangladesh (Parvin, 1995) . Micro-credit is based on a separate set of principles which are distinguished from general financing or credit. Micro-credit emphasizes building capacity of a micro-entrepreneur, employment generation, trust building and help to the micro entrepreneur on initiation and during difficult times. Micro credit is a tool for socio-economic development. United Nations former Secretary General Koffi Annan comments Micro credit is a critical anti-poverty tool-a wise investment in human capital. When the poorest especially women receive credit, they become economic actors with power, power to improve not only their own lives but in a widening circle of impact, the lives of their family, their communities and their nations. Micro credit loan cycles are usually shorter than traditional commercial loans-typically six months to a year with payments plus interest, due weekly. Shorter loan cycles and weekly payments help the borrowers may current and not become overwhelmed by large payments. Now in Bangladesh there are hundreds of micro credit providers of different operational sizes throughout the country, mostly in rural areas but also some in urban areas. Grameen Bank: GB has reversed conventional banking practice by removing the need for collateral and created a banking system based on mutual trust, accountability, participation and creativity. GB provides credit to the poorest of the poor in rural Bangladesh without any collateral. At GB, credit is a cost effective weapon to fight poverty and it serves as a catalyst in the overall development of socio-economic conditions of the poor who have been kept outside the banking orbit on the ground that they are poor and hence not bankable. GB, the creation of Professor Dr. Yunus, began working in Jobra, Chittagong in 1976 as an action research project and became a full-fledged bank in 1983. It began up as a specialized financial micro credit providing institution offering services to rural poor (specially the women) without collateral. As the poor women is the most vulnerable group and have no access to formal banking system. As of October, 2011, it has 8.349 million borrowers, 97% of whom are women. With 2,565 branches, GB provides services in 81,379 villages, covering more than 97% of the total villages in Bangladesh. Micro-enterprise Loans: Many borrowers are moving ahead in businesses faster than others for many favorable reasons, such as, proximity to the market, presence of experienced male members in the family, etc. GB provides larger loans, called micro enterprise loans, for these fast moving members. There is no restriction on the loan size. 
MEASUREMENT AND ANALYSIS OF THE STUDY
Demographic Characteristics: Demographic characteristics determine the characteristics of a person i.e. age, marital status, occupation, number of household members, sex, income level etc. Marital status of women is used to know the empowerment status and socio-economic condition in this study. In the table 3, it is shown that married respondents mostly contribute (92% alone) in the socio-economic condition of the country with the help of micro credit. Education is another important variable for economic development. Class I-V is the large portion (28%) of the total respondents who contribute for the economic development rather than others. It is evident that educated woman is much more conscious and aware about his economic condition than an illiterate woman (42% can sign only). In the occupational perspective it is shown that housewife alone 87% is the contributors for his/ her development of the economic condition with the help of micro credit in Bangladesh. The income source of the female is largely on the husband business (40%) because of their occupation is housewife. In case of monthly income it is shown that about 30% of the total respondents didn't say about their income level due to unwillingness. But it is also shown that 30% of the respondents income level is just within Tk. 2,001 -4,000/= which is not satisfactory as today's cost of living.
That's why it is needed to engage with micro credit which is explained in the following tables (Table 3 and 4). Sources of income play a vital role for the socio-economic development. Table 3 indicates that the highest number of income source is husband business is 25% decreased by 15% after receiving micro credit from GB. It is also shown that own business is increased by 14% because of taking this advantage. So, it is to say that GB members try to increase their individual income and engaged individual business. Table 4 denotes the changes of income level due to receive the micro credit from GB. It explains that the respondents didn't make any comment is 25% reduced by 5%. It also explains that the highest level of income is Tk. 4,001 -6,000/= of 31% whereas Tk. 2,001 -4,000/= was the highest income level before receiving micro credit. So, comparing before and after receiving credit from GB member's it can be said that income level is increased in each level of the followings (From Tk. 6,001 to Tk. 12,000 +).
ROLE OF MICRO CREDIT PROGRAM
Micro-credit play a vital role for women socio-economic development, as it affects on all aspects of their life. GB is involved in micro-credit operation by providing credit for various purposes to the women especially in empowering the poor rural women in Bangladesh. With the help of different sectors they are just focusing empowerment of the women in case of decision making process in the personal, family, social and even in national level, improvement of the life style and also in socio-economic development etc. From the study it is shown that most of the members (81%) are satisfied about their (GB) credit facilities (credit sufficiency: Figure 2 ). Most of the members (85%) were able to take part in decision making process after joining in the micro credit activities from GB, generating a good monthly income from the sources of income. Most of the members think that their Copyright © 2012, Asian Business Consortium | ABR 119 | P a g e life styles improvement start after receiving and using of micro credit. Most of the respondents (74%) told that their socio-economic condition has improved after taking micro credit which has made them more confident and reliance. It has increased their sources of income, so women respondents were able to spent money to their own needs, purposes and for their family that has empowered (81%) them in long term. So the researcher tried to assess the socio-economic condition of the respondents in the study for understanding their empowerment.
FINDINGS OF THE STUDY
The findings of this study are discussed here:  It was found that most of the members are illiterate and their credit utilization ability is very weak.  It was found that most of the members had small scale land. For this reason the members cannot use their capital to produce agricultural products.  For the lack of proper knowledge and training the members cannot use their savings properly.  It was seen that most of the respondents could take decision on using micro-credit. In focus group discussion and interview they revealed their husband gave importance of their opinion, so they can take a little decision on using micro credit.  The woman entrepreneurs face various problems to marketing their products.
RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE STUDY
 The present study indicated that most of the women credit recipients were illiterate, so they had to depend on their husband to utilize their loan. That's why GB authority should concern to increase women literacy rate by which women can utilize loan with freedom that can ensure empowerment.  The present study revealed that most of the credit recipients have successfully utilized their credit in non-agricultural purposes like poultry, livestock, and homestead gardening. So GB should need to increase the amount of credit from the beginning time for investment in non-agriculture purposes.  GB authorities should need to take some initiatives for increasing women respondents' knowledge and efficiency though proper training courses.  After micro credit disbursement, GB authorities should need to guidelines the members to use their credit amount individually not depends on other family member.  It was found during focus group discussion that borrower entrepreneurs' women often face problems in the marketing operations. Though this is mainly due to the attitude of the society which can not be changed easily. GB can play a role through the provision of guidance to perform the marketing functions in organized groups especially in case of promoting and selling the products to the target people with fair price.
CONCLUSION
The main cause of poverty in Bangladesh is the lack of productive employment opportunities for the huge number of unemployed and under employed work force which is tremendously increasing and posing serious problems for the country. Nearly half of the populations in Bangladesh are women and most of them are living in the rural area of the country. They need to have engaged in income generating activities. So creating selfemployment for women in the rural areas can play a vital role in reducing the rural unemployment and acute poverty. It can be made through micro credit which will empower them too. The micro credit program of GB has benefited the poor women in more than one way. These programs enhanced their security giving them access to assets and rights and augmented their self-respect providing them choice and independence. Micro credit has enabled the poor women to undertake diversified economic activities which generate flow of stable income round the year and thus has strengthened survival strategy of the poor women. With micro credit, the poor households now own assets can use to meet contingencies without having to sacrifice their independence, security and peace of mind by getting into debt. Micro credit program has also empowered the beneficiaries by raising their social consciousness which is reflected among others in their increased participation in local government elections and social mobilization activities. Participation also has a beneficial effect on women's welfare since it increases their total employment time by reducing their other work responsibilities. Participation of women in micro credit program has also increased their mobility. 
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